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ABSTRACT 
The IsiZulu morphemes e-/o- … -ini are known as locative prefixes and suffixes, and have 
generated interest among researchers and African linguistics scholars. This article attempts to 
show that not all isiZulu words that use the morphemes e-/o- … -ini are locatives, as some 
isiZulu teachers mistakenly do. It concludes by indicating that these morphemes, although they 
are generally called locative morphemes, that is, locative prefixes and suffixes, can also be used 
as prepositions, especially when used with infinitives and abstract nouns. Many contributions, 
on the morphemes e- or o- … -ini, from early Bantu languages scholars have ranged from 
their origin to their function in the construction of locatives. That could be why they are known 
as locative formatives. The researcher has used document analysis with respect to the 
morphological and phonological processes of the construction of locatives in isiZulu. The 
article gives a brief background to the contributions made by early African languages scholars. 
The morphemes e-/o- … -ini are discussed and analysed with a view to greater understanding 
of these morphemes. The concluding remarks will be given towards the end of the article. 




Recent publications on the locative by Buell (2009), Cheng and Downing (2010), and Van der 
Spuy (2014) have shown new interest in the study of the locative in isiZulu, also known as Zulu 
(S42) (as classified by Guthrie 1948), a Bantu language classified under Nguni languages and 
spoken in South Africa.  Their research has discussed the morphology and syntax of the isiZulu 
locative prefixes and suffixes. Researchers, such as, Doke (1927), Van Eeden, (1956) as well 
as Poulos and Msimang (1998) paid less attention to use isiZulu morphemes, e- / o- and –ini, 
with the infinitive. In isiZulu, the infinitive has verbal as well as noun-like characteristics. The 
form of the infinitive verb has a noun class prefix uku- and a verb root, followed by the verb 
ending -a. Therefore, this article aims to show that not all words with the locative formatives, 
e- / o- … -ini, should be regarded as locatives. It clarifies that although some isiZulu words 
have the morphological features of locatives, they do not carry a place or location connotation. 
Examples of the use of the formatives e- and -ini in non-locative words in isiZulu will be 
discussed and analysed to establish their prevalence in the language. 
2 METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Since this research is of a qualitative nature, the researcher conducted a document analysis with 
respect to the morphological and phonological processes of the construction of locatives in 
isiZulu. For a clear perspective on this discussion, a brief background to the article of locatives 
in Bantu languages is provided, explaining the construction of the isiZulu locative, and 
identifying certain abstract nouns which take the locative affixes e-/o- and -ini. The formation 
of locatives includes the discussion of vowel hiatus resolution. Therefore, the theoretical 
framework underpinning this article is Optimality Theory, which proposes an input-output 
 
mechanism and a ‘relation between the two’ (Archangeli, 1997: 13). The strength of the 
Optimality Theory is that it allows constraints to be violable.  
3 A LOCATIVE DEFINED 
Odendaal et al. (1979: 659) define a locative as a naamwoord ‘noun’ that indicates a place, 
which answers to the question, where? Consequently, any word that does not answer to the 
question ‘where’ and is devoid of the semantic qualities and reference to location, irrespective 
of its morphological form, should not be regarded as a locative. 
Most scholars, such as Doke (1927), Meinhof (1932), and Ziervogel (1971) are in agreement 
that a locative in Bantu languages refers to words that are used to express place or locality. A 
locative is defined as “’n adverbium wat veral ’n plek, of die een of ander betrekking tot ’n plek, 
andui” (Van Eeden 1956: 109). 
 [an adverb that especially indicates a place, or anything related to a place.] 
According to De Dreu (2008: 55), a locative “is an adverbial phrase formed from a … noun 
with a locative meaning”. From the above definitions, it is clear that the isiZulu locative falls 
under the word category, adverb. Doke (1927: 34), classifies the isiZulu adverb, under the main 
word category called a descriptive. In isiZulu, like in most Bantu languages, adverbs are divided 
into three types, namely, adverbs of manner, time and place. The above definitions resulted in 
isiZulu writers coining an isiZulu term for locative, namely, “undaweni”. It is clear that the 
word undaweni is confined to adverb of place which refers to action in space and it excludes 
time. Hence Cele (2004:176) says, “Undaweni: ukhomba indawo” (locative indicates location 
or place). The definition excludes the locative ablative, that is the location of action in time, 
such as in the isiZulu sentence, Ngivuka ekuseni (I wake up in the morning). The isiZulu 
textbook never do not have a specific terminology for the adverb of time instead, “isandiso 
 
senkathi” which means adverb of time is being used. However, the adverb of  time “isandiso 
senkathi” is not regarded as a locative. 
 
Doke (1927) defines locatives as “adverbs formed by the inflexion of substantives” and such 
adverbs “denote the place at, on, in, into, to, from or out of which the action takes place” (Doke 
1927: 232).  As there are no prepositions in isiZulu, the locative compensates for that 
deficiency. The researcher agrees with Doke’s (1927: 232) view who indicates that “locatives 
occasionally denote time also”. This statement asserts that locatives could be adverbs of place 
as well as adverbs of time. The researcher argues that this should not be the case, since an 
ablative locative is an adverb that indicates a place, or anything related to a place or time. by 
Doke’s opinion could be due to the similar morphological and semantical features that occur in 
the construction of both the adverb of place and the adverb of time, especially when the affixes, 
e-/o- and -ini, have been used.  For that reason, However, the aim of this this article is to clarify 
that not all isiZulu words with the form e-/o- and -ini are locatives.  In other words, the isiZulu 
affixes e-/o- and -ini could be used in both locative and non-locative words, as will be shown 
in the following paragraphs. 
 
4 A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGIN OF THE ISIZULU MORPHEMES E-/O- 
AND -INI 
 
There are various opinions regarding the origin of the isiZulu locative prefix e-/o- and locative 
suffix -ini. Regarding the origin of the locative prefix e- and its variant o-, Meinhof (1932: 97) 
maintains that the locative prefix e- and its variant o- originated from the Ur-Bantu [γa]. Vowel 
 
coalescence occurred as the result of the juxtaposed vowel a- of [γa] with the pre-prefix or the 
initial vowel of the noun, which could be summarised as follows: 
(1) a. γa + uthango  > othangweni. 
      b. γa + intaba  > entabeni. 
 
According to Meinhof the initial vowel of the noun has been replaced with e- or o, and when -
ini is suffix to the noun, this results in vowel coalescence, where the terminative vowel of the 
noun coalesces with the -i of the locative -ini (Meinhof (1932: 98). However, Meinhof does not 
explain what happens to the initial velar fricative [γ]. Furthermore, he does not account for 
examples, such as,  
γa + umuzi > emzini, because a+u >o not e. 
 
Van Eeden (1956: 110) presents a different opinion and says that the locative e- and its variant 
o- are due to the influence or the mediation of other Bantu languages into isiZulu. He maintains 
the a- is prefixed to the noun in the construction of the locative is derived from Ur-Bantu noun 
class prefix pa- of noun class 17. Neither scholar gives a detailed development of these locative 
prefixes and suffixes. 
The morphemes, e- / o- and -ini are probably derived from Siswati, which is a language related 
to isiZulu. Siswati (S43) is, in accordance with Guthrie’s (1948) classification and as updated 
by Maho (2009), a Bantu language found within the southern Zone.  The siSwazi text, from 
which the following examples have been taken, indicates that the demonstrative can be placed 
before the noun and therefore generate the locative prefix. However, there are some 
inconsistences in the use of the demonstrative pronoun before the locative noun in example (2) 
a, it has not been used while in (2) b. it has been used, see for instance, 
 
 
(2)  a. Jesu wesuka nebafundzi bakhe baya ensimini  (John 18: 26). 
‘Jesus left with disciples to a garden.’  
b. Ngikubonile lensimini uhamba naye, angitsi? (John 18: 26).  
‘I saw you there at the garden walking with him, isn’t it?’ (Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
2016). 
The researcher argues that although the circumstances under which the demonstrative pronoun 
is used before the antecedent locativised noun, as in (2) b, could be for emphasis, it should also 
be noted that the demonstrative la- in lensimini ‘in the garden’ functions like a definite article 
that is mostly used with old information noun phrases. The use of the demonstrative before the 
locative is also found in isiZulu, although in most instances the locative descriptive pronoun is 
used, as in,  
(3)   Wema laphaya ensimini. 
‘He stood there in the garden.’ 
However, there are other instances where isiZulu uses the demonstrative pronoun, such as in 
the following: 
(4)  a. Wafika le ezulwini. 
‘He arrived there in heaven.’ 
       b. Bahlala le ezintabeni ezikude. 
‘They stay there at the faraway hills.’ 
When one compares the examples regarding the use of the demonstrative before the locative 
noun, such as in (4) a. and b., one could conclude that it is plausible that the locative prefix e- 
could have originated from the siSwati demonstrative pronoun. The possible usage of the 
demonstrative pronoun in isiZulu would mean there is double employment of the demonstrative 
 
pronoun, of which one demonstrative pronoun is already embedded in the form of the prefix e-
, such as, in ezulwini [in heaven] or ezintabeni [in the hills]. 
 
5 THE ORIGIN OF THE LOCATIVE SUFFIX, -INI 
 
The origin of the locative suffix, -ini, is said to be derived from noun class mu-.  Scholars such 
as Meinhof (1932), Van Eeden (1956) and Wilkes (1993) have presented convincing in 
attempting to prove the origin of the locative suffix. However, according to Marten (2010: 254), 
the locative suffix -ini came into being due to a language change process. He says that it 
originated from East African Bantu languages; it then spread to other Bantu languages covering 
the east and south of the Bantu area. Güldemann’s (1999: 52) contention that the locative “suffix 
-ini was originally a marker of inessive relations and only subsequently developed into a general 
locative” is more convincing, owing to the empirical article conducted. 
 
The locative formatives e-/o- and -ini, when used with nouns to make locatives, depending on 
the context, could resemble the English prepositions which refer to the place in, at, on, to, into, 
out or from which an action takes place. The use of the isiZulu locative prefix e-/o- differs from 
the use of the locative class 18 prefix ku-. The prefix, ku-, is usually used with +human and -
human nouns that belong to noun class 1 with the class prefix umu-; and noun class 2 with the 
prefix aba-; it is also used with the subclass 1a with the class prefix u-. and subclass 2a with the 
class prefix aba- as well as  subclass 3a with class prefix u-; when the prefix ku- is prefixed to 
the noun, the noun does not take the locative suffix -ini, as in the following examples: 
(5)  a. umuntu  > uya kumuntu  Class 1 
‘person’ > ‘he goes to the person’ 
 
    b. ubaba > uya kubaba  Class 1a 
‘father’ > ‘he goes to the father’ 
     c. omama  > ubuya komama Class 2a 
‘mothers’ > ‘he comes from the mothers’ 
  d. udokotela > ngimbone kudokotela  Class 3a 
‘doctor’ > ‘I saw him at the doctor’ 
On the other hand, the affixes e- or o- are usually used with noun classes that do not fall under 
noun class 1, 1a, 2, 2a and 3a. As these formatives are used to form the locative, they are called 
locative prefixes by both traditional and modern grammarians. By their being named locative 
prefixes, their qualities of non-locative status are disregarded. This will be proved by the 
discussion on the construction of non-locatives presented in the following sections. In the 
course of this discussion, the definition of the word ‘locative’ will always be taken into account. 
6  UNDERSTANDING THE ISIZULU LOCATIVE 
Van Eeden (1956) has given an extensive discussion of the construction of the locatives in 
isiZulu. It is for that reason that types of locatives will not be dealt with in this article. However, 
apart from the locative forms derived from the locative class 16, such as, for example, phezulu 
‘above’, phansi ‘below’, phambili ‘in front’, the affixes used in isiZulu locatives are the prefixes 
ku-, and e-/o-, as well as the locative suffix -ini, which will enjoy attention in this article. 
Attention will be paid to the presentation of e-/o- when used with the locative suffix -ini. There 
are some instances where words formed by means of these formatives do not conform to the 
definition of a locative in the true sense of the word. 
 
 
6.1 The locatives of nouns expressed by means of e- … -ini 
According to grammarians such as Doke (1927), Van Eeden (1956), Van Rooyen et al. (1980) 
and Poulos and Msimang (1998), most nouns that do not denote +human form their locatives 
by replacing the pre-prefix of the noun with e- and suffixing -ini to the noun. When the affixes 
e- …-ini are used in the formation of the locatives, phonological processes such as vowel 
coalescence, vowel elision, consonantalisation and palatalization take place. Khumalo (1988: 
78–80) explains that palatalisation takes place in the formation of the locative where the noun 
ends in a labial consonant and a labial vowel such as in umlomo [mouth] > -ini > emlomweni 
> emlonyeni [in/from the mouth]. According to Khumalo (1988) palatalisation takes place when 
“… labial dissimilation supplies the palatal glide that triggers palatalization”, as follows: 
e – si – gubhu – ini  
e –si – gubhw  – ini   by Glide Formation 
e – si – gubhy – ini  by Labial Dissimilation 
e – si – gujy – ini  by Palatalisation 
e – si – guj – ini  by Y-Deletion. 
Esigujini – (calabash)  (loc)).  Khumalo (1988: 80). 
The formation of locatives occurs when the first vowel of a noun pre-prefix is discarded and 
replaced with e- and the locative suffix -ini is suffixed to the noun. Phonological changes occur 
owing to the juxtaposition of the terminative vowel of the noun and the locative suffix vowel -
i of -ini.  
 
6.2 The non-locative nouns expressed by means of e- … -ini  
Although there are adverbs of place formed by e- … -ini, it does not always mean that every 
word that has used the affixes e- … -ini is a locative. Hence, Poulos and Msimang (1998: 405) 
note that there are instances where the formatives, e- / o- and -ini are used without any 
connotation of place. These usually occur with the locativised nominal infinitives and words 
that express abstract ideas. 
6.2.1 The morpheme e- … -ini used with infinitives  
One of the characteristics of the infinitive is that it can use the morphemes e- / o- and -ini as in 
the following: 
(6) a. -basa ‘make fire’ > ukubasa ‘to make fire’ > ekubaseni ‘in making fire’. 
 Ngisiza umalume ekubaseni umlilo. ‘I help my uncle in making fire’. 
b. -gula ‘get ill’ > ukugula ‘to get ill’ > ekuguleni ‘in illness’. 
Ekuguleni kwakhe waphelelwa ngumsebenzi. ‘In his illness he lost his employment’. 
  c. -hamba ‘walk’ > ukuhamba ‘to walk’ > ekuhambeni ‘in the walk’.  
Ekuhambeni sihlangana nobunzima. ‘In our walk of life we encounter difficulties’. 
It is interesting to note how Langa (2014), in the newspaper extract in 11 below, uses the 
formatives e- and -ini, an indication that these morphemes do not always refer to location nor 
act as descriptive of time. He uses ekusabalaliseni ‘in spreading’ instead of ukusabalalisa ‘to 
spread’ and ekugwemeni ‘in preventing’ instead of ukugwema ‘to prevent’. See for example,  
 
(7) uSolwazi Lawrence Gostin … usole ukungasukunyelwa kokushoda kwabasebenzi 
nezinkinga zezempilo ekusabalaleni kwalesi sifo.  Yini eyayingasiza ekugwemeni 
ukusabalala kwe-ebola futhi yini eyayingenziwa amazwe ukuvimbela lesi sihlava? 
Langa (2014: 14). 
[Professor Lawrence Gostin blamed the failure to address the shortage of health 
workers together with health sectors issues regarding the spread of this disease.  What 
could assist to prevent the spread of ebola and what could have been done to stop this 
plague?] 
Another feature of the locative e- … -ini is that it when it is used with the uku- noun class, such 
nominals may denote timeframe of the occurrence of the event, as in the example below. 
(8) a. ukusa ‘dawn’ > ekuseni ‘at dawn’.  
b. Uhambe ekuseni kusempondozankomo. ‘He left in the early dawn’. 
6.2.2 The morpheme e- … -ini used with nouns without indicating either location or 
timeframe 
There are nouns that take the affixes e- and -ini even if they do not refer to location and/or time 
frame as can be seen in the examples below. 
(9) a. Izingxoxo ‘discussions’ > Ezingxoxweni esibe nazo ‘in the discussion we had’. 
b. Umhlangano ‘meeting’ > Emhlanganweni odlule ‘in the previous meeting’. 
The locative e- / -ini used with conjunctives, without indicating either location or timeframe; 
see, for example: 
 
(10) Uyalala esikhundleni sokuba afunde. ‘He sleeps instead of working’. 
The locative e- / -ini used with conjunctives, ukuba and ukuthi without indicating either 
location or timeframe; see for example: 
(11) a. Lokhu kuzosiza ngani ekubeni abantu bathuthuke. ‘How will this help to make people 
progress?’ 
    b. Uyakholelwa ekutheni akanacala? ‘Do you believe that he is innocent?’ 
It should be noted that ukuthi ‘to say’ could also be used as locative, such as in uhlala ekuthini 
or ekuthinithini ‘he stays somewhere’ (Doke 1927: 242 - 243). 
There are also some features of where the formative  e-/o- and -ini are without the connotation 
of place. In such instances, one would agree with Marten (2010: 253) that “locative marking 
has ceased to be part of the noun class system, and is now better analysed as a prepositional 
system”. 
(12) a. ulaka ‘wrath’  > olakeni ‘from the wrath’. 
     b. Ungephule olakeni lwenkosi ‘he rescued me from the king’s wrath’  
     c. Impela ‘truth/reality’ > empeleni ‘in reality’. 
The use of the locative e- / -ini in locativised nouns not denoting location or timeframe can 
further be classified under abstract nouns that denote emotions or feelings, status or attributes, 
ideas or concepts and that denote movements or events. Most of the words in this category are 
derived from the noun class uku- and ulu-. Examples are shown below. 
 
6.2.3 The morpheme e-/-o and -ini with abstract nouns that denote emotions or feelings 
The morphemes e- / o- and -ini can be used with abstract nouns from the infinitives. In this 
case the morphemes do not have locative connotation. 
(13) a. ukuthanda ‘to love’  > ekuthandeni ‘in loving’. 
      b. ukuzonda ‘to hate’ > ekuzondeni ‘in hating’. 
6.2.4 The morphemes e-/-o … -ini with abstract nouns that denote states or attributes 
Most of the words in this category are derived from the noun class from which abstract nouns 
can be derived, as seen below: 
(14) a. ubuqhawe ‘bravery’ > ebuqhaweni bakhe ‘in his bravery’  Class 14. 
    b. u(lu)thando ‘charity’ > othandweni ‘in the love’  Class 11. 
  c. impumelelo ‘success’ >  empumelelweni ‘ in success’ Class 9. 
  d. isibindi ‘courage’ >esibindini ‘in courage’  Class 7. 
6.2.5 The morphemes e-/-o … -ini with abstract nouns that denote ideas 
The use of the morphemes e- / o- and –ini result in abstract nouns which do not denote concrete 
location but abstraction. look like locatives. 
(15) a. inkolo ‘belief’ – enkolweni ‘in religion’ 
        b. iphupho ‘dream’ – ephusheni ‘in a dream’ 
 
c. ulwazi ‘knowledge’ – olwazini  ‘in knowledge’ 
6.2.6 The morphemes e-/-o … -ini with abstract nouns of noun class 9 that denote 
movements or events 
The examples below carry some locative connotation. The contexts in which the words 
are used would determine their status. 
(16) a. Intuthuko ‘progress’  >  entuthukweni ‘in the progress’ 
   b. Imfundo ‘education’ > emfundweni ‘in education’ 
c. Inkohlakalo ‘corruption’ > enkohlakalweni (in corruption) 
The use of the locative morphemes e- /o- and -ini in the construction of the non-locative words 
casts some doubts on why they should be called ‘locative’ morphemes. That is why Poulos and 
Msimang (1998: 405) observe that the -ni functions like the English prepositions ‘in’, ‘on’, 
‘from’, ‘out of’, and so on, “when used with abstract forms”.  One concludes by agreeing with 
the comparison by Buell (2009: 5): “Ku- is better analysed as a preposition than a noun prefix”, 
and the “e- /o- and -ini forms are of the same grammatical category”. 
7 CONCLUSION 
This article has shown how isiZulu locatives are formed and has also given a brief overview of 
the origin and use of the locative morphemes e- /o- and -ini.  The researcher does not claim to 
have covered all aspects that deal with the use of the locative morphemes e- /o- and -ini.  The 
question why the morphemes e- /o- and -ini are always referred to as locative prefixes and 
suffixes remains. It is clear that those morphemes are also used in the formation of both locative 
 
and non-locative word categories. These morphemes function as prepositions as well as locative 
morphemes. The article has provided examples that show that there are many abstract nouns 
that take the morphemes e- /o- and -ini that refer to situations and ideas, rather than to location, 
that is, the physical location and location in time. IsiZulu school teachers and writers should 
be made aware that the locative ablative could refer to location of action in space or time. There 
is a need for isiZulu to coin a term for the adverb of time just as  there is one for the adverb of 
place, undaweni, has been coined.  
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